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footlights erecting an absolute barrier between the
players and the audience.

The introduction of elaborate scenery dealt an even
more crushing blow to Shakespeare. In a realistic
setting it became impossible to stage such a piece
as Antony and Cleopatra with its 28 changes of scene.
The result was that the plays were cut about and
arbitrarily divided into acts, so as to fit into the prevailing
method of presentation. Scenes were omitted or
transposed. Breaks occurred where the action should
have gone smoothly forward, and the effect of this
mutilation was to destroy the whole intricate pattern.
With Irving this practice of forcing a play, written
for the flexible Elizabethan convention, into the rigid
limits of the picture-frame stage, was carried to its
furthest extent.

He took the greatest pains to secure the effect at
which he aimed. His settings were elaborate and,
so far as possible, accurate. Garrick had played
Macbeth in the uniform of an i8th century general.
Irving wore period costume. His productions were
often memorable, but they were In a sense disastrous
for Shakespeare.

Irving was a magnificent actor. Very naturally
he made the most of his gifts. But the * star * system
often has a fatal defect, except in the case of a piece
written for and round a particular player. With
Irving as the central figure, the parts of other actors
were liable to be reduced, in order not to detract
from the impression created by the one dominant
character. It is absurd to take the view that Shakes-
peare never wrote a bad line. Nevertheless, this
modification of the original text upset the balance
as surely as did a realistic system of production,
admirable for a neat Pinero play, but hopelessly ill-
adapted to the spacious Elizabethan drama.

A   reaction   against   this   method   of   presentation